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R275Lisbon, the Portuguese capital 
on the western edge of Europe 
overlooking the Atlantic, across 
which Darwin set sail on the Beagle, 
is celebrating the two anniversaries 
this year with the largest exhibition 
of all the institutes that have been 
commemorating these events.
The exhibition aims to present 
a comprehensive story of Charles 
Darwin and evolution and is currently 
hosted by the Calouste Gulbenkian 
Foundation in Lisbon. His life is 
also put in the context of previous 
evolutionary thinkers and includes 
the original shell collection Lamarck 
worked on. The exhibition takes 
visitors through key milestones of 
Darwin’s life that were to shape 
his theory of evolution and natural 
selection.
The exhibition is part of the 
foundation’s overall science 
programme. Several of the elements 
Lisbon is grandly celebrating the 
Darwin anniversaries, but to the 
east in Turkey things are different. 
Nigel Williams reports. 
Darwin’s 
continental driftare on loan from the well-received 
major Darwin exhibition held at 
the American Museum of Natural 
History in New York but much of 
the content has been created or 
gathered locally. “Public awareness 
and engagement in science is a big 
part of our programme and we have 
the duty to stage exhibitions so that 
people have not only time to see, 
observe, and get informed, but to 
contemplate and reflect about what 
these big ideas have brought to 
us,” says João Caraça, director of 
science at the foundation.
Local contributions include 
“a two-metre-long original model of 
the Beagle produced by the Lisbon 
Navy Museum with uncompromising 
detail,” says José Feijó of the 
University of Lisbon, who has been 
involved in creating the exhibition. 
Alongside is a collection of original 
maps made by Fitzroy and Darwin’s 
first notebook on the Beagle.
We also have “the originals of the 
correspondence Darwin maintained 
with the Portuguese naturalist 
Arruda Furtado,” says Feijó.
As well as individual visitors and 
families, more than 700 secondary 
schools have signed up to tour the 
exhibition. “Our public is very varied, from children to the elderly, so we 
have put in ingredients that appeal 
to everyone, while maintaining 
rigorous scientific language. We 
have to tell the story because 
that’s how people learn better,” 
says Caraça.
Although the exhibition is 
scheduled to finish in Lisbon on 24 
May, there are plans for it to travel 
then to Madrid from June until 
January 2010 and Granada, before 
returning to Portugal where it will 
become the core of the science 
history museum to be established 
in the city of Oeiras, just south-west 
of Lisbon, in late 2011.
While Darwin is enjoying lavish 
commemoration on the western 
fringes of Europe, the picture is 
quite different on the eastern fringe. 
In Turkey, which is applying to join 
the EU, warring political factions 
are engaged in a row over academic 
freedom after state officials forced 
a popular science journal to scrap a 
cover story celebrating the work of 
Darwin.
Bilim ve Teknik (Science and 
Technology) withdrew the 16-page 
feature from last month’s issue 
under orders from the publisher, 
the state-run Turkish Scientific and Setting sail: A reconstruction of The Beagle is one of the key displays in the new Darwin exhibition in Lisbon. (Photo: © João Ferrand.) 
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to answer questions. Still, the art 
side lingers, and, to this day, I think in 
pictures. Blobs of proteins moving on 
wiggly lines of DNA, like a Japanese 
anime movie in my head. 
What are some of your memorable 
moments in science? There have 
been many, but I’ll tell you about 
three. One was the decision to work 
on the C. elegans pha-4 gene, which 
encodes a FoxA transcription factor 
and is a central focus of my lab. I 
was a postdoc with Judith Kimble in 
Madison, Wisconsin, trying to choose a 
project that I could ultimately take with 
me to start my own lab. When I saw 
the pha-4 worm, I was hooked — it is 
a beautiful mutant. The pha-4 gene is 
required to form the foregut, and pha-4 
mutants arrest as little larvae that look 
normal except the foregut is gone. 
Staring at pha-4 got me thinking about 
organogenesis, an under-explored 
area at the time. No one had taken an 
unbiased, forward genetics approach 
to study organs and, today, there 
are still many fascinating questions 
to answer. The pha-4 phenotype 
suggested the surprising possibility 
that, just as we consider an organ to 
be an entity, an organizational unit, 
nature does as well. 
A few years later we were searching 
for PHA-4 target genes. We were using 
microarray to find genes expressed in 
the foregut and testing those genes 
to determine which were regulated by 
PHA-4 directly. As we scanned a list 
of microarray positives for those that 
had canonical PHA-4 binding sites in 
their predicted promoters, we noticed 
that all the highly expressed genes had 
sites, whereas the genes lower down 
the list did not. This perplexing result 
ultimately led to our discovery that the 
affinity of PHA-4 binding influences 
the timing of expression in the foregut. 
I still remember looking at the list of 
genes and having a Eureka moment. 
It is always exciting to meet 
someone whose work you’ve read 
and admired. And sometimes it is 
such a surprise. I remember my first 
Gordon Research Conference. I was 
sharing a room with a mysterious 
person who had arrived from 
Europe — obvious from the bags 
decorated in German — and who 
was fast asleep in bed. It wasn’t until 
later that day that I discovered my 
roommate was Janni Nüsslein-Volhard: 
Nobel laureate, jet-lagged and slightly 
resembling my mother. 
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How did you get involved in biology? 
I always enjoyed biology, but there 
were two experiences that brought me 
to graduate school. One was during 
high school. I won a scholarship from 
the ACS to work in a lab — my first lab 
experience. I had always liked biology, 
but hadn’t considered a career in 
science because I imagined lab life to 
be exceptionally dull. My vision was 
silent scientists dressed in white lab 
coats, carrying clipboards. Instead, in 
the lab of John Hallenbeck at the Naval 
Medical Center, I found a lively crew 
of people with the radio blaring, and 
my first opportunity to work a pipette. 
I still believe that to get kids interested 
in science we need to show them how 
exciting it is and to introduce them to 
the feeling of discovery. 
My second experience was after 
college. I enjoyed science, but I also 
loved the arts and thought I could 
combine those interests by becoming 
an art conservator. I talked myself 
into a job in the art conservation 
department of the National Gallery of 
Art in Washington D.C. It was great fun 
to poke my nose into the Rembrandts 
and to figure out whether the white 
fuzz on a painting was mold or a 
chemical precipitate. But eventually 
I missed the logic of science. A lot of 
people go into biology because they 
love nature. Not me. I loved biology 
because of the puzzles and the 
challenge of designing experiments 
Q & ATechnological Research Council (Tubitak). The magazine’s editor, 
Cigdem Atakuman, was also sacked 
for ‘exceeding her authority’ by 
commissioning the article, which 
the council said was “not planned or 
scientifically evaluated beforehand”. 
The government has denied 
playing any role in the article’s 
withdrawal and has joined in the 
condemnation, despite its well-
known opposition to evolutionary 
theory. Mehmet Aydin, the minister 
responsible for Tubitak, said that 
it had been guilty of censorship. 
Tubitak “is supposed to reflect the 
views of all those who have served 
science,” he said. “No matter how 
mistaken they can be.” 
But the publicity arising out of 
these events in Turkey may have 
worked against the government. The 
sacked editor, Atakuman, told Der 
Spiegel that “the whole affair has 
created awareness of Darwin. Many 
people now want to get informed. 
There will be many events in Turkey 
commemorating Darwin’s 200th 
birthday”.
It now appears, following these 
events, that Atakuman has been 
reinstated as editor of the journal 
but believes the incident has hurt 
the reputation of Turkish science and 
scientists in the international arena.
Back in Lisbon, the exhibition 
is accompanied by a series of 
eight public lectures on biology 
and evolution by internationally 
renowned scientists, including 
Rosemary and Peter Grant talking 
about the evolution of Darwin’s 
finches.
“This museum is a house of culture 
where all its facets can be merged 
in the same space,” says Caraça. 
And the Darwin exhibition is in the 
company of one of Europe’s finest 
art collections. Calouste Gulbenkian 
was a wealthy oil magnate and most 
of his artistic acquisitions are now 
held here. “We must ensure that 
scientific culture is not separated 
from the rest of culture, but rather 
that it becomes mainstream.” So 
far the exhibition has been a great 
success. More than 10,000 people 
visited in the first week with a total 
of 50,000 for the first month. “This 
makes it one of the most visited 
Darwin exhibitions ever,” says Feijó, 
“even compared with cities that have 
more inhabitants than our whole 
country.”
